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I  r e m e m b e r  w h e n  W i l m a  M a r t l y  d i e d  .  o f  p n e u m o n i a  .  p o o r  
g i r l .  W e  a l l  w e n t  o v e r  t o  t h e  h o u s e .  m y  s i s t e r s  J e a n  a n d  
B e r t a  a n d  I  .  H o w  B e r t a  c r i e d  .  t h e  t e a r s  j u s t  a '  p o u r i n '  o u t  
t h o s e  d o w n s l o p i n '  e y e s  o f  h e r s  .  K i n d  o f  d u m b  l o o k i n '  .  t h o s e  
e y e s  o f  h e r s  .  w i t h  t h o s e  t e a r s  r u n n i n '  o f f  l i k e  y o u  w a s  h o l d  i n '  
t w o  d i s h r a g s  a '  d r i p p i n ' .  I  a l w a y s  s a i d  B e r t a  w a s  a  s l o b b y  
c r i e r  .  h e r  f a c e  a l l  p o u r i n '  o u t  o f  t h e  c o r n e r s  l i k e  t h a t  .  
A n d  t h e n  B i l l y  .  m y  y o u n g e r  b r o t h e r  .  d i e d  o f  t h e  p o x  .  p o o r  
c h i l d .  M y  m o t h e r  s t a y e d  b y  h i s  s i d e .  b a w l i n '  t h e  w h o l e  w a y  
t h r o u g h .  M y  .  t h a t  w a s  s a d !  W e  l a i d  t h e  b o d y  o u t  i n  t h e  
p a r l o r .  d i d n ' t  h a v e  a n y  f u n e r a l  h o m e s  i n  t h o s e  d a y s  .  M y  
m o t h e r  c r i e d  s u c h  a  l o t  t h a t  w e e k  .  s h e  n e a r l y  d e h y d r a t e d  r i g h t  
t h e r e  n e x t  t o  t h e  b o d y  .  H e r  t e a r s  j u s t  a '  f l o w i n '  a l l  n a t u r a l  
d o w n  .  l i k e  a  s e e p  o u t  i n  t h e  s w a m p .  S h e  s h e d  s u c h  a  p u d d l e  
o n  t h e  f l o o r  t h a t  w h e n  s u m m e r  c a m e  a r o u n d  a  m o s s  g r e w  u p  .  
W e  n e v e r  c o u l d  g e t  t h a t  m o s s  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r p e t  .  
M o t h e r  d i e d  j u s t  a  y e a r  a f t e r  t h a t .  T h a t  d e a r  w o m a n  
p a s s e d  o n  f r o m  t h e  s o r r o w  o f  B i l l y ' s  d e a t h .  T h e  w h o l e  c l a n  o f  
u s  s t a r t  t o  c r y i n '  t h e n - - F a t h e r  w i t h  h i s  s i l e n t  f a c e  a n d  w a t e r y  
e y e s ;  W a l l a c e ,  h e  b e i n '  a b o u t  s e v e n t e e n  t h e n  .  h i s  e y e s  
r i m m e d  u p  l i k e  f i r e  a n d  t h e  t e a r s  w e n t  a '  s t r e a m i n '  d o w n  h i s  
f a c e  a n d  d r i p p e d  u p o n  h i s  s h i r t  s l e e v e s ;  a n d  A m y  w i t h  h e r  d e e p  
s o b s  u s i n '  u p  t h o s e  h a n d k e r c h i e f s  t i l l  t h e y  g o t  a l l  c r u s t y  w i t h  
t e a r s .  T h e n  a l l  u s  y o u n g e r  o n e s .  b l u b b e r i n '  a w a y  c a u s e  w e  
d i d n ' t  k n o w  w h a t  w a s  g o i n '  o n  .  a n d  J e a n  w i t h  t h o s e  d a i n t y  
r i v u l e t s  o f  h e r s  t r i c k l i n '  l i k e  a  g e n t l e  s p r i n g  r a i n ;  m e  w i t h  j u s t  
k i n d  o f  s a t u r a t i n '  r o u n d  t h e  b o t t o m s  o f  m y  e y e s  .  t h e n  s o a k i n '  
m y  f a c e ;  l i t t l e  T o m m y  w i t h  h i s  d i g g i n '  h i s  f i s t s  i n  e v e r y  t i m e  t h e  
t e a r s  w e l l e d  u p ;  a n d  B e r t a  w i t h  h e r  d o w n s l o p i n '  d i s h r a g s  j u s t  a ·  
r u n n i n '  i n  a  s t r e a m  o f f  t h e  c o r n e r s  o f  h e r  e y e s  .  r o u n d  t h e  s i d e s  
o f  h e r  f a c e  .  s o a k i n '  d o w n  a r o u n d  h e r  c o l l a r b o n e  .  T h o s e  t e a r s  
n o t  c o m i n '  s t r a i g h t  d o w n  l i k e  a  n o r m a l  p e r s o n ' s  .  
Y e a r s  l a t e r  w h e n  J e a n  d i e d .  s h e  w a s  f i f t y - s e v e n .  a n d  
m e  .  T o m  .  a n d  B e r t a  w a s  t h e  o n l y  o n e s  l e f t  .  S h e  d i e d  o f  a  
b r a i n  a n e u r y s m  .  p o o r  g i r l  .  
H e r e  w e  w e r e  .  i n  t h e  f u n e r a l  h o m e  .  a l l  t h e  r e l a t i o n  a n d  
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friends comin' in. There sat Jean's husband. Dan. and their 
kids . They were holdin' up pretty good . considerin' . Them 
greetin' people in their type of quiet . dignified sadness . 
thankin' them for comin' . just a light . reserved stream a'tricklin' 
down their faces--so like their wife and mother . Jean . 
Me . sittin' in the front row of chairs with my tears that kind 
of gathered about the bottoms of my eyes. seepin' down on a 
wide path where I kept it dabbed upon my cheeks . 
Tom my . stand in' in the lobby . He was no small boy any 
more . He must a' weighed close to two hundred and fifty 
pounds . Him there . with those cowboy boots and that 
polyester shirt he always worn to funerals and weddins'. Him. 
cryin' with the tears just a' runnin' off that big ruddy face and 
diggin' his fists into those eyesockets like he did when he was 
a little kid . with his hands all damp . He was goin' about blub-
berin' and shakin' everyone's hands and givin' them great hugs 
so as to be leavin' little damp marks on the backs of their 
coats . Those folks were discreetly takin' out their hankies to 
wipe their hands and act as if they were dabbin' their dry 
eyes. 
The undertaker kept Berta off to the side in a big cushiony 
chair. The attendants kept a watch on her. often checkin' 
up . Each time they did . it brought on a fresh bout of cryin' . 
with her mouth in a slobberin' wail . Berta still had those great 
downslopin' eyes . With age they became lost in the folds of 
skin . makin' them look twice as long and droopy . 
There she sat a' wailin' with the undertakers whisperin' 
about her. sizin' her up for a casket . Her . with those darn 
tears just a' pourin' out of the corners of those dishrag eyes . 
just a' channelin' out along those saggin' creases and off the 
sides of her face . drippin' down upon those lumpy pillowcase 
breasts . She looked like a toad sittin' there . And a thought 
came to me: MBoy . I hope she dies before me . I sure don't 
want her breakin' down and cryin' that god-awful cry of hers 
over my casket . " 
What a terrible thought to have--when you're supposed to 
be sittin' there mournin' your sister . Jean . 
Well . Berta hung on and she didn't die before me . My 
poor ticker stopped . heart failure . Those undertakers fixed 
me up right . They laid me out in this here casket . real nice 
with its padded . satin sides and 
under my head . I laid here . thot 
gnarly . just a· waitin' for Berta t< 
Least I wouldn't have Tommy 
fists in his eyes and cryin' all ovE 
that they buried him in going on t 
collapsed there at Tommy's fune1 
bad that the undertaker had an a 
she was around . She was belle 
they were takin' her out of T omrr 
vowin' to never stand again she · 
sorrow. 
So , here they were a' wheeli 
And I can hear her whimperin' an 
dirge. It had been soon after Je 
undertaker made . especially for 
pad . cause she had wrecked hi~ 
that wake . So . now I can hear 
the quiet whishh of her wheelcha 
material. 
I can hear her whimperin' witl 
MOhh! My poor Dehlila (sob), De 
the undertaker comin' up over th 
pathy for the poor dead me to h< 
sobbin' and a' moanin' over her . 
here in this casket . when I hear 
imagine those huge eyes of hers 
wrung out dishrags . just a chan 
has eroded into her face from th 
them tears just a' splashin' dowr 
hers . gettin' bigger ever since s 
Those tears , just a' cascadin' d 
breasts and a kind a' poolin' in tl 
Then I hear the undertaker g 
Mrs . Reily you just stay put . " 
And my sister starts a' holle1 
gotta see my Dehlila . I just got1 
they bury her in the groundr 
And I hear this creakin' and • 
gruntin' and a' moanin' of Berta i 
J e a n ' s  h u s b a n d ,  D a n ,  a n d  t h e i r  
r e t t y  g o o d  ,  c o n s i d e r i n ' .  T h e m  
q u i e t .  d i g n i f i e d  s a d n e s s  .  
a  l i g h t  .  r e s e r v e d  s t r e a m  a ' t r i c k l i n '  
r  w i f e  a n d  m o t h e r  .  J e a n  .  
o f  c h a i r s  w i t h  m y  t e a r s  t h a t  k i n d  
o f  m y  e y e s  ,  s e e p i n '  d o w n  o n  a  
e d  u p o n  m y  c h e e k s  .  
b y  .  H e  w a s  n o  s m a l l  b o y  a n y  
• s e  t o  t w o  h u n d r e d  a n d  f i f t y  
e  c o w b o y  b o o t s  a n d  t h a t  
·  t o  f u n e r a l s  a n d  w e d d i n s ' .  H i m  ,  
t i n '  o f f  t h a t  b i g  r u d d y  f a c e  a n d  
) C k e t s  l i k e  h e  d i d  w h e n  h e  w a s  
i m p .  H e  w a s  g o i n '  a b o u t  b l u b -
t n d s  a n d  g i v i n '  t h e m  g r e a t  h u g s  
a r k s  o n  t h e  b a c k s  o f  t h e i r  
9 e t l y  t a k i n '  o u t  t h e i r  h a n k i e s  t o  
1 e y  w e r e  d a b b i n '  t h e i r  d r y  
f f  t o  t h e  s i d e  i n  a  b i g  c u s h i o n y  
a t c h  o n  h e r  .  o f t e n  c h e c k i n '  
~ht o n  a  f r e s h  b o u t  o f  c r y i n '  ,  
. i l  .  B e r t a  s t i l l  h a d  t h o s e  g r e a t  
y  b e c a m e  l o s t  i n  t h e  f o l d s  o f  
l o n g  a n d  d r o o p y  .  
h e  u n d e r t a k e r s  w h i s p e r i n '  
k e t .  H e r .  w i t h  t h o s e  d a r n  
n e r s  o f  t h o s e  d i s h r a g  e y e s  .  
) a g g i n '  c r e a s e s  a n d  o f f  t h e  
1 p o n  t h o s e  l u m p y  p i l l o w c a s e  
s i t t i n '  t h e r e  .  A n d  a  t h o u g h t  
s  b e f o r e  m e  .  I  s u r e  d o n ' t  
t h a t  g o d - a w f u l  c r y  o f  h e r s  
~--when y o u ' r e  s u p p o s e d  t o  
.  J e a n .  
i d n ' t  d i e  b e f o r e  m e  .  M y  
T h o s e  u n d e r t a k e r s  f i x e d  
l i s  h e r e  c a s k e t ,  r e a l  n i c e  
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w i t h  i t s  p a d d e d  ,  s a t i n  s i d e s  a n d  t h e s e  p i l l o w s  t h e y  p r o p p e d  u p  
u n d e r  m y  h e a d  .  I  l a i d  h e r e  .  t h o u g h  .  a l l  s q u e a m i s h  a n d  
g n a r l y .  j u s t  a '  w a i t i n '  f o r  B e r t a  t o  h a v e  h e r  t u r n  o v e r  m e .  
L e a s t  I  w o u l d n ' t  h a v e  T o m m y  b a w l i n ' .  w i t h  h i m  d i g g i n '  h i s  
f i s t s  i n  h i s  e y e s  a n d  c r y i n '  a l l  o v e r  t h a t  d a m n  p o l y e s t e r  s h i r t  
t h a t  t h e y  b u r i e d  h i m  i n  g o i n g  o n  t w o  y e a r s  a g o  .  B e r t a  h a d  
c o l l a p s e d  t h e r e  a t  T o m m y ' s  f u n e r a l .  H e r  c r y i n '  w a s  g e t t i n '  s o  
b a d  t h a t  t h e  u n d e r t a k e r  h a d  a n  a m b u l a n c e  o n  c a l l  j u s t  w h e n  
s h e  w a s  a r o u n d  .  S h e  w a s  b e l l e r i n '  a n d  s c r e a m i n '  s o  .  w h e n  
t h e y  w e r e  t a k i n '  h e r  o u t  o f  T o m m y ' s  f u n e r a l ,  a n d  s h e  w a s  
v o w i n '  t o  n e v e r  s t a n d  a g a i n  s h e  w a s  s o  d e s t r o y e d  b y  h e r  
s o r r o w .  
S o ,  h e r e  t h e y  w e r e  a '  w h e e l i n '  h e r  u p  t o w a r d s  m y  c a s k e t  .  
A n d  I  c a n  h e a r  h e r  w h i m p e r i n '  a n d  a '  w a r m i n '  u p  f o r  t h i s  g r e a t  
d i r g e .  I t  h a d  b e e n  s o o n  a f t e r  J e a n ' s  f u n e r a l  t h a t  t h e  
u n d e r t a k e r  m a d e  ,  e s p e c i a l l y  f o r  B e r t a  .  t h i s  w h i t e  ,  a b s o r b e n t  
p a d  .  c a u s e  s h e  h a d  w r e c k e d  h i s  c a r p e t  w i t h  h e r  p o u r i n s '  d u r i n '  
t h a t  w a k e  .  S o  .  n o w  I  c a n  h e a r  t h e m  p u s h i n '  h e r  u p  c l o s e  b y  
t h e  q u i e t  w h i s h h  o f  h e r  w h e e l c h a i r  w h e e l s  o n  t h a t  t h i c k  
m a t e r i a l .  
I  c a n  h e a r  h e r  w h i m p e r i n '  w i t h  a '  e v e r  i n c r e a s i n '  v o l u m e  .  
" O h h !  M y  p o o r  D e h l i l a  ( s o b ) ,  D e h l i l a ! "  A n d  I  s e e  t h e  h e a d  o f  
t h e  u n d e r t a k e r  c o m i n '  u p  o v e r  t h e  c a s k e t  w i t h  t h a t  l o o k  o f  e m -
p a t h y  f o r  t h e  p o o r  d e a d  m e  t o  h a v e  s u c h  a '  c r e a t u r e  a s  B e r t h a  
s o b b i n '  a n d  a '  m o a n i n '  o v e r  h e r  .  I  k i n d  o f  c r i n g e  i n s i d e  m y s e l f  .  
h e r e  i n  t h i s  c a s k e t  .  w h e n  I  h e a r  h e r  s t a r t  t o  c r y  .  A n d  I  c a n  
i m a g i n e  t h o s e  h u g e  e y e s  o f  h e r s  j u s t  a  p o u r i n '  o u t  l i k e  t h o s e  
w r u n g  o u t  d i s h r a g s  ,  j u s t  a  c h a n n e l i n '  d o w n  t h e m  g u l l i e s  s h e  
h a s  e r o d e d  i n t o  h e r  f a c e  f r o m  t h e  y e a r s  o f  s o r r o w  .  H e r  .  w i t h  
t h e m  t e a r s  j u s t  a '  s p l a s h i n '  d o w n  t h a t  m o u n t a i n  o f  a  b o d y  o f  
h e r s .  g e t t i n '  b i g g e r  e v e r  s i n c e  s h e ' s  b e e n  i n  t h a t  w h e e l c h a i r  .  
T h o s e  t e a r s  ,  j u s t  a '  c a s c a d i n '  d o w n  o v e r  t h o s e  m o n u m e n t a l  
b r e a s t s  a n d  a  k i n d  a '  p o o l i n '  i n  t h e  v i n y l  s e a t  o f  t h a t  c h a i r  .  
T h e n  I  h e a r  t h e  u n d e r t a k e r  g e t  r e a l  a g i t a t e d  a n d  s a y  .  " N o .  
M r s  .  R e i l y  y o u  j u s t  s t a y  p u t  .  "  
A n d  m y  s i s t e r  s t a r t s  a '  h o l l e r i n '  a n d  a '  s c r e a m i n '  .  " I  j u s t  
g o t t a  s e e  m y  D e h l i l a  .  I  j u s t  g o t t a  s e e  h e r  o n c e  m o r e  b e f o r e  
t h e y  b u r y  h e r  i n  t h e  g r o u n d ! "  
A n d  I  h e a r  t h i s  c r e a k i n '  a n d  a ·  g r o a n i n '  o f  t h e  c h a i r  a n d  t h e  
g r u n t i n '  a n d  a '  m o a n i n '  o f  B e r t a  i n  h e r  l a s t  g r e a t  ,  s o r r o w f u l  
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struggle . Then I see that big bullfrog face peerin' up over the 
edge of my casket with the tears just a' streamin' out of the 
corners of those great downslopin' eyes . round the edge of her 
cheeks . and on to those giant breasts . And it reminds me of 
the first time I saw her like that. way back with Wilma Martly. 
So, inside of me , cushioned deep in the casket , the 
laughter wells up . And when I hear Berta crash back into that 
poor wheelchair of hers . exhausted by the effort , there 
squeezes out of the corner of my dead eye an ornery , yellow 
tear of laughter . 
The undertaker was the one who saw it. though. and he 
dabbed it with his handkerchief--prob'ly thinkin' he had pickled 
me too much in the formaldehyde. 
Julie P 
Self-Portrait ~ 
